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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Friday, May 6th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Sean Damitz, Director of the
Center for Community Engagement, as well as the program director for the Utah Conservation
Corps. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project.
Good afternoon, Mr. Damitz.

SD:

Hey, Todd.

TW:

So, when did you start your career at Utah State University, and what were the various positions
you’ve held while in your USU career?

SD:

I started at Utah State University as an AmeriCorps Vista member at the Val R. Christensen
Service Center back in 1998, and on that position, worked with a bunch of colleagues at the
University. We actually got the Utah Conservation Corps going. That was January of 2001 was
when that got started, and since then, we’ve basically kind of grown the Utah Conservation Corps
as well as partnered with a bunch of other related programs within the University.
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In 2013 we became the Center for Community Engagement, as we are known now through kind
of a merger of different partners. So that’s kind of a little bit of the history of myself at Utah State
University and how we’ve kind of grown the programs and departments that are now associated
with the Center for Community Engagement.
TW:

So the Center for Community Engagement lives within the umbrella of the division of student
affairs. What are we talking about when we are talking about number of staff? Do you have
student workers? What are the specific people that the Center for Community Engagement are
intended for and who they serve?

[02:00]
SD:

Sure. So the staff levels I think were probably right around 20 folks between all the programs.
That kind of, these days, goes up and down fairly consistently. Then in terms of student
employees, a lot of our student employees actually sign up for AmeriCorps positions. So within
the department annually, that’s somewhere around 500 student positions that we have as
AmeriCorps positions.
So that speaks to a little bit of the reach of who we are as a department, and then basically overall
as a department, our mission is to basically enhance the University’s community outreach and
engagement efforts, and to kind of be the cornerstone of that. So we’re really looking at how do
we provide students with good experiences where they can get involved with community
engagement?
How that can be leveraged with their academic experience so that they have a really good
leadership experience coming out of it, and the University also gets to play the good land grant
institution by having those reciprocal relationships between students, the faculty that they work
with here on campus, and then community partners all kind of contributing and getting a good
shake out of the relationship.

TW:

And this doesn’t just include Logan, though? It does include many of the statewide campuses
throughout the state, in the Utah State University System?

[03:50]
SD:

Yeah, we’ve just started scratching the surface in terms of creating more partnership with the
statewide campuses. Utah Conservation Corps has been going pretty much serving on a statewide
basis since its inception in 2001. So we’ve already always had that kind of focus of serving the
state as opposed to it just being an insular of Logan campus based program/department.

TW:

So when we’re talking about activities or programs that are either sponsored by or run by the
Center for Community Engagement, what are we looking at in a typical pre-COVID academic
year?

SD:

Those go to kind of the activity levels that I mentioned. North of 500 students actually in
AmeriCorps positions, and then if you’re talking Val R. Christensen Service Center, which just
celebrated 50 years a year and a half ago, their levels historically have been thousands of
students.
With the pandemic, we kind of saw the biggest drop off in participation, obviously, were kind of
the more drop-in, one time volunteer type events. Volunteer events with vulnerable populations,
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kind of the Grand Friends, Unified Sports, which used to be known as Special Olympics. Those
type of events really got more restricted. What we saw was a lot more of quality versus quantity
in terms of community engagement volunteer experiences, just because we had to go through a
lot more different protocols.
Student volunteers, student employees, AmeriCorps members had to jump through a lot more
hoops to do the types of things that they did in the past without much of a second thought. And
then in the pandemic, obviously, that became a lot more complex and the safety factors went up a
bit more.
[06:16]
TW:

How many events on an annual basis before COVID did you put on?

SD:

That kind of varies year by year, and that varies by program. But I mean, we always have
something going on year-round, whether that’s a Martin Luther King food drive, something going
on at Aggie Blue Bikes in terms of bicycle education or a ride, or something that’s geared to a
specific audience to give them skills. Like a women’s only bike mechanic night.
Then with a lot of our other programs on campus that focus with student sustainability and hunger
issues, those programs go on fairly regularly on a monthly, if not a weekly type basis. So it’s hard
for me to come up with an exact number of events that we do annually, because that fluctuates.
But it is an ongoing thing that kind of ebbs and flows with the school years.

TW:

So the pandemic began, reached the shores of the United States in late January of 2020, and there
were discussions, I know, in the national news about the possible impact to the United States and
to the citizenry. I know President Noelle Cockett called together many administrators throughout
campus to discuss the response to, as well as the impact of COVID.
What did it mean for you and your staff and your student AmeriCorps positions when those
discussions began, and as it turned out, we ended up moving classes to remote only? Many
students left campus that were living on campus. What did it mean for the Center for Community
Engagement?

[08:15]
SD:

Yeah, I think through a lot of our programs, we really had to rethink how we did things. I think
we were able to pivot a lot quicker, and with somewhat more ease than the academic side of
things.
The types of things that we were doing either had to be, like I said, with the engagement that
we’ve had with a vulnerable audience, that was just kind of off the table. But in terms of our other
programs, we really were able to pivot and still thrive. I think about the example of the Student
Nutrition Access Center, so the student food pantry that’s been around for over a decade. That’s
kind of – everybody’s disinfecting everything. That’s kind of what we were thinking of first, and
having these crazy runs on the supermarket.
Well, we knew that we were going to have to deal with more student need and we were going to
have to figure out how we did that safely. So we spent a lot of time and a lot of energy. Basically
we closed up shop with a lot of our programs at the Val R. Christensen Service Center that we
traditionally did. We refocused that energy on how do we keep on running SNAC [Student
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Nutrition Access Center]? How do we team up with an online ordering system and basically a
drive-through, drive-up drop-off donation system during the height of the pandemic?
So that’s one way that we kind of pivoted, put our energy into what we saw the needs of the
student body were and how we could keep on going. On the Utah Conservation Corps side, we
were one of the few major conservation corps programs throughout the US that didn’t actually
shut down throughout the whole pandemic.
[10:17]
We were able to keep on going with our crews, keep them going in places where they were
deemed essential workers, like in Grand County where they could not skip a beat. They had to do
time sensitive habitat restoration work, and as we found out, having them in the middle of a field
outdoors all the time and camped out, that turned out to be a really safe place.
So we kind of went with our gut there and kept an eye on the early research, and then over time,
just making that experience as safe as possible. We ended up doing a lot less crews than we were
anticipating in 2020 and the first part of 2021, just because we were still refining our protocols
and wanting to keep everybody safe. We had a lot of project sponsors where we just didn’t know,
based if it was the feds, the state, or local government, if they even had the capacity to still have
one of our crews execute one of those natural resource conservation projects.
So those are kind of the – between SNAC [Student Nutrition Access Center] and the UCC [Utah
Conservation Corps] work on those initial months out of the pandemic, that’s how I saw our
department really kind of pivot and set the tone and work with campus administrators to put down
and refine safety protocols. Just making sure that we were doing our due diligence in terms of
keeping our students and employees safe.
[12:00]
TW:

Did you receive any of those SOPs or safety protocols from the travel committee or – what was
the other one that we talked about this morning? I can’t remember. But what was that like, and
did you provide feedback or did you have to provide a proposal for each one of these field camps
or trips, so that it got approved? So that you could go forth with it?

SD:

Yeah, we’re kind of an interesting beast in that we also worked – I’m referring to the Utah
Conservation Corps side. We worked with our peers that have conservation corps in other state
organizations or local nonprofits throughout the nation. So that group, which meets pretty
regularly, that group was sharing a lot of what their protocols were.
So we had this kind of great scenario where we’d take COVID-19 safety protocols from one of
our sister organizations that ran it out of a nonprofit situation. We got to match it up with the
SOPs that we were getting from Utah State University and kind of came up with a great way that
we could kind of compare best practices out in the field, just to make sure that we were doing our
due diligence in trying to keep our folks as safe as possible.
So that was really nice, getting to use both the University’s resources and the resources of our
peers, and then that kind of translated through the rest of the department of what we were doing
in terms of keeping folks safe and looking at things. Not only through the University eye, but
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more through what was happening with other folks around the nation, in states where they may
have had a little bit more strict or a little bit less strict protocols than we have in the state of Utah.
[14:06]
TW:

I’m not sure to phrase this question so I’ll try. Normally I’m imagining you probably have office
space on campus where you meet and you have staff meetings and you do things with your
personnel. One of the decisions was to start a remote work environment in the second half of
spring semester of 2020, and actually the entire 2021-2022 academic year. What did that look like
with your staff at the Center for Community Engagement?

SD:

Yeah, that was one thing that we didn’t skip a beat on, as well. So the Utah Conservation Corps
has had field offices throughout the state for the better part of a decade now. So we have offices –
the headquarters is in Logan, and then we have an office in Cedar City and an office in Moab. So
we have been using conference calls and technologies like Zoom years before the pandemic. So
we were already kind of used to it.
The nice thing was is that the pandemic really forced us as a department, with all the other
programs, to meet remotely. Whereas before, most of the stuff went on in the Logan campus, and
then we had our folks from Cedar City and Moab and all other points out in the field kind of
check in on Zoom, and everybody else would be in person. It was kind of awkward, whereas it
was a bit more of an equalizer to have everybody on that remote interface. I think we did a good
job in terms of interacting, sharing those best practices, sharing updates, keeping everybody calm,
keeping everybody positive.

[16:01]
That was actually something I think that was a definite positive, and to a certain extent, a good
team builder for the whole department. I think we all came together. I think we used the
technology well. It’s still not the same as getting everybody together in a room and bouncing off
ideas and working through challenges and coming up with creative ideas when you don’t have an
hour timer or whatnot for your Zoom account. But it worked, and I think we used it well.
TW:

So fall semester of 2020, the decision was made late spring of 2020 that the students would return
to campus for classes. What kind of programming did you plan for, or were you already adjusted
based on your experience with spring semester of 2020 in preparation for the return of the
students in fall of 2020?

SD:

Yeah, again, a lot of that time and energy and effort from the spring and the summer was focused
on SNAC [Student Nutrition Access Center], and that’s where we saw the need. That’s where our
hands were tied in terms of reach out and doing the community engagement with our vulnerable
audiences that we have worked with in the past, with the Val R. Christensen Service Center and
just the sheer number of students that wanted to get engaged with our programs wasn’t at the
volume where it was.
Once again, it was kind of more of how do we get somebody who wants to still be engaged – how
do we get them a quality experience versus trying to broadcast it out to a wide swath of students
and try to have the quantity of numbers? We kind of knew that that was going to be the case. So
we really kind of focused on SNAC [Student Nutrition Access Center] and a few other programs.
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[18:07]
We had very few events going into Fall 2020. We tried to figure out how to do things virtually.
We normally get together with a bunch of other campuses in the fall and do a Utah higher ed food
summit. That had been going for almost a half dozen years at that point, and we figured out with
Weber State, okay, how do we do this on a remote basis? So it was more things like that, just
trying to pivot. How to do more of our things remotely that we normally did in person, and how
to share best practices, not only within our department but reaching out to the rest of the
University, other partners in higher ed, and nonprofit partners.
TW:

And is that outreach something that occurred way before COVID, that you were building these
relationships? And then you just took the opportunity because of COVID and what you were
experiencing to share your experiences and learn from them?

SD:

Yeah, with the food security world, that’s also your line of questions. That definitely was the
case. So we had – in 2018, 2019, we were working with Salt Lake Community College and a
handful of other schools throughout the state, kind of had similar challenges that we did on
campus in terms of food security, student hunger.
We came up with this plan. We were doing separate AmeriCorps Vista grants. We decided to get
together with USU being kind of the host, to do one statewide AmeriCorps Vista grant called the
Utah Food Corps.

[20:04]
So we had AmeriCorps Vista members placed at USU, Salt Lake Community College,
Westminster, Utah Valley University, and Weber State. That was also kind of an eye opener too,
on being able to use that partnership. It was a year or two along when the pandemic hit, and being
able to have that partnership and talk to colleagues throughout the state on, okay, what’s this
looking like on your campus? What are the needs of your students? How’s your student food
pantry going? Do you still have your community garden going? How are you doing your COVID19 safety protocols?
Having that was, I think, a great collaboration and a good morale booster for our staff, being able
to be kind of the point people to exchange best practices, to troubleshoot issues, to build those
relationships with colleagues and to ultimately give not only USU students more resources, but
students across the state.
TW:

So in the spring semester of 2021, were you able to hold more events? Or were you able to hold
more events in the second year of the pandemic, which is the current academic year that we’re
just ending now?

SD:

Yeah, we were able to – in Spring 2021, we were able to – some of those things that we did all
remote, we were able to do outside sort of from a distance. So I am thinking the Aggie Blue
Bikes, we threw open the doors and were able to have more of a normal flow of students that they
were able to serve, because we were able to see from the data, if you have the doors open or
outdoor settings and you are decently spaced, it’s pretty safe. They can go somewhat back to
normal.

[22:12]
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We also have – in the spring of the year, we usually have an annual awards ceremony with our
department. That was pretty much nixed in the spring of 2020. We were able to do that on the
quad, social distanced, in spring of 2021. So that was a really good success, and yeah, that was
kind of the way our events went in terms of being able to use our safety protocols, but kind of be
a little bit more reassured by some of the research that we had. Having the vaccine out was also a
definite – made everyone feel a lot safer in a lot of circumstances. So we were able to get
somewhat back to normal starting almost a year ago.
TW:

So you brought up the vaccines, and I think more and more people were getting vaccinated. So in
the current academic year of 2021 – 2022 that we are ending today, was your office able to work
more with the vulnerable audiences because of vaccines? What did that look like?

SD:

That still wasn’t there, just for safety precautions, and then having the Delta and Omicron waves.
We still weren’t able to get back into that, and then honestly our student participation numbers
still have not gone back up. I think a lot of students are still kind of figuring out during the course
of this school year what they feel safe doing, and that kind of spans a pretty wide gulf, I think, in
the student population.

[24:05]
So we’re still seeing our participation numbers, especially like I said in the one time, nonreoccurring event things. Those are still historically pretty low based off of just what we know of
annual numbers. So we are talking hundreds of people versus thousands of people during the
course of a school year, and that’s still a factor of what we can safely pull off.
But in terms of other things, we’re now kind of in a pickle as well, coming out of – not feeling
super stressed out about COVID situations and safety factors. It’s more of the employment
market where the young folks are just getting pulled in a lot of different directions. They have a
lot of different options. So we’ve had a devil of a time filling all of our AmeriCorps positions in
our AmeriCorps programs throughout the department.
So you’ve probably heard the same thing from a lot of other folks in terms of the employment
market, in that overall participation in the things that you do and the employment opportunities
that you have, especially the ones that are kind of lower paid and entry level in the past. Boy,
those are pretty hard to find folks to fill and participate in. So that’s kind of what we’re dealing
with now as we get our hands around that problem.
[25:50]
TW:

But you have tried to recruit and promote service like you had previous years. It’s just this
competition factor and the employment margin?

SD:

Yeah.

TW:

I’m curious, did you receive any of the COVID Cares relief money to fulfill any of the
programming or to make up for lost revenues?

SD:

Yeah, so I think the most notable example, and something that we really feel good about in terms
of support from the University, was we were able to overhaul the Student Nutrition Access Center
last year. So we got a complete facelift over summer break, and it’s now up to code. They ripped
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out the carpet, since the third floor of the Taggart Student Center location, which used to be more
of the Val R. Christensen Service Center.
So that carpet was gone. We got kind of industrial kitchen with the sink faucets, a new set of
refrigerators, and we got temporary funding for a full time program coordinator, which is just
running out at the end of this fiscal year. We’re working with the vice president and the president
on making sure that we can get that position funded more permanently in the future. So that was
kind of in my mind, one of the big successes that we had. We’re able to show that hey, there’s a
ton of students that had this need, that were feeling food insecure, that were skipping meals.
That’s obviously not good for somebody’s concentration level in the academic experience.
So we were able to successfully apply and get some support from administration there. We kind
of are hoping to continue that success and that focus, because food prices aren’t getting any
cheaper and I don’t see that changing any time in the future.
[27:58]
With everything going up, we really want to make sure that we’re playing our part in keeping the
college experience at USU accessible to a wide swath of students.
TW:

Do you feel that the COVID pandemic has – I’m sure this is the case, but I’m going to ask
anyway - has increased the insecurity of the students, both food security as well as maybe the
mental health aspect?

SD:

Yeah, I’d say yeah. I mean, just go to the grocery store. What you’re paying for groceries spring
semester of 2021 versus what you’re paying for now. Yeah. Anywhere from 20 percent to double.
I feel bad for young folks these days, because by nature they were kind of cooped up for months
on end with nothing but an internet connection and not being able to interact and get that great
social interaction that programs like ours typically provide.
So in terms of the mental health factors, we’re kind of seeing that right now. All the negative
effects of that finally coming home to roost, where folks are anxious. Folks are depressed.
They’ve been looking at their screens nonstop for so long, and now we’re kind of at the point of,
okay. How do we get back to putting our phones down, having healthy relationships? What’s a
good balance between your screen time and your in person time? How do we get those
relationships that we all need back into our lives and get ourselves more focused and more
healthy going into the future?

[30:06]
So that’s really what we’re – both with our student programs and our staff, that’s what we’re kind
of figuring out right now. How do we keep people healthy? How do we keep them going
forward? How do we let this pandemic of the last two years teach us lessons to be resilient into
the future?
TW:

And I was going to ask a mental health question about your staff, and I don’t know what kind of
extra activities as far as community building or team building that you, as the program director, or
others on your staff did to try to make sure that your staff and your students through the
AmeriCorps program were checking in, or were getting what they needed from a mental health
standpoint.
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SD:

In our experience, I think it was just trying to keep an eye on folks, keep an eye on each other.
That’s one thing that I tried to communicate from the top, from the get go. We don’t know what’s
going on. This is kind of a scary situation. Let’s get through it together. Let’s keep an eye on each
other. Let’s make sure everybody’s staying healthy, because everyone’s isolated and some folks
don’t have a family. They’re living single or they’re a student somewhere by themselves in a
dorm room. Just trying to do our best to instill that ethic on folks to just keep an eye on each
other, and to keep those relationships even though we can’t meet in person all the time like we
used to. Just trying to keep up a certain sense of normalcy is what we tried to do.

[31:55]
Hopefully that helped folks through, and I think it also kind of serves a good lesson for us kind of
going forward, to kind of keep us focused on what’s our capacity for emotional intelligence and
empathy, and just trying to be good coworkers and good community members.
TW:

So I’m sure there have been a lot of things that the COVID pandemic has influenced, and it’s a
catalyst for change. There’s no doubt. And I’m sure you have had to make changes in some of
your operations and programming because of COVID. You’ve mentioned some of those
previously. What of the changes that you and your team have had to make do you feel are going
to become part of the permanent change long after the pandemic is over?
What things might return to the way they functioned and operated pre-COVID?

SD:

Yeah, I think for the most part, especially with the engagement programs that we have with
vulnerable audiences, we’ve been able to get most of those back to the way that they were before.
Our Conservation Corps crews are operating now with kind of minimal safety precautions with
COVID, just because we know what’s out there. Most folks are vaccinated. Most of our folks that
are kind of in that student age range aren’t especially at risk of having, at this point, really bad
side effects or bad effects of COVID-19.
So that’s been nice going forward. I think within our department, working statewide, we’ve really
had an eye on, like I said, how do we use remote interface to keep everybody engaged with each
other? How do we share best practices? How do we keep on using those remote tools to keep us
all feeling healthy and recharged?

[34:15]
We don’t want to go back to being Zoom fatigued and being on a screen in a video conference all
day. But going forward, trying to figure out what’s a healthy balance. I think it’s also allowed us
to figure out what’s important from the work experience, how to take time for ourselves and our
families. I think that’s something that I’ve also personally tried to communicate. Hey, let’s use
this pandemic challenge and try to refigure things out so we can work more healthier and happier
into the future. How we can be better coworkers to each other and still be innovative, get really
good things done, still be that cornerstone of the University in terms of its land grant engagement
mission.
TW:

So what do you think – what are the biggest lessons learned for you, either professionally or
personally from the pandemic?
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SD:

Surround yourself with good folks, both within the department and within the University, within
the wider scope of things. Having been at USU for more than 20 years – I guess 23 years between
my Vista experience and my professional experience. The pandemic was really scary, but be
surrounded by a bunch of smart, caring folks that were invested in the mission of the University,
and to have for the most part really clear guidance from caring administrators that listened to
concerns.

[36:14]
That we could tell they were in a pickle and had a really tough job, and I think for the most part,
what we saw out of the folks within administration was that they did the best that they could do,
and they worked a lot of tough hours. Boy I’m glad I wasn’t doing any more of a job up the food
chain, and my hats off to the folks that were. So I wouldn’t – it would have been really hard for
me, working anywhere else, to kind of – the way I felt empowered and trying to figure out, okay,
how do we keep our programs going? How do we keep folks safe? Then how do we use this
pandemic to learn lessons and to grow and to do our jobs better?
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the COVID pandemic at
Utah State University?

SD:

I think the only thing is just building on that other point. Definitely a thanks goes off to my
superiors, the associate vice president, and the vice president within student affairs. I think they
were able to deal with a lot of crazy questions from me, from the get go. I thought this was going
to be like swine flu. We had swine flu crews getting sick, whenever that was, ten plus years ago.

[38:01]
So we’ll just be prepared to have a couple crews get sick here for the next six months and call it
good, hopefully, after that. Boy, that wasn’t the case. So yeah, just big thanks to all the folks
within – I know there’s folks over at risk management and emergency management. I mean, we
really leaned on those folks heavily. We leaned on them before, just because operations like the
Conservation Corps, we’re dealing with a lot more objective hazards than a lot of other folks
within the University typically do.
So we were already in contact with them. So it was great to rely more on those folks. You could
tell that a lot of folks were pulling a lot of big hours. So once again, my hats off to those folks for
keeping our institution humming along and thriving through a pretty difficult pandemic.
TW:

Mr. Damitz, I’d like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences during
the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

SD:

Thanks for your questions. Appreciate it. That was a nice little conversation.

[End recording – 39:19]
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